its apparent strangeness, they had to differentiate it from the architecture they knew, while at the same time they had no choice but to define it by using concepts borrowed from that same familiar architecture, which was per force Classical and European. Thus, 'Islamic architecture', from the moment of its inception as a category, was simultaneously and paradoxically hitched to the conceptual contours of another, well-studied architectural history and resolutely separated from its established chronological structure. Constructed against a stratified and linear Western architectural historiography with its roots in ancient Greece and its triumphal telos in modern, industrial Europe, Islamic architecture was, over time, confined to the domain of medieval architecture with no connection to the present.
That notion of interruption, or more precisely of withering away in the premodern period, was one of the main reasons for which Islamic architecture entered the world of modern design primarily through the revivalist portal. European architects active in the major Islamic cities at the height of the colonial age devised numerous revivalist styles that borrowed motifs from the varied repertoires of the past and blended them with eclectic Western stylistic modes. Thus we see neo-Islamic, neo-Mamluk, Indo-Saracenic, neo-Moorish and other neo styles dominating the civic architecture of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. But the identity confusion caused by mixed terminology and stylistic dependency on Western categories amplified the historical discontinuity, so that the neo styles, many of which were sincerely meant as national styles for modern times, never managed to bridge the gap with the historical periods to which they formally referred. Instead, a sense of alienation pervaded their examples, which, though innovative and aesthetically elegant, were treated as formalist exercises and kept outside the sanctioned narrative of architecture in the Islamic world.
The postmodern solution to the conundrum of authenticity and continuity was to revert to selective copying from venerated historical models unmediated by stylistic reinterpretation. This suited the mood The two approaches of the AKAA and the 'fundamentalists', the one accepting of the universality of Western theory and the other insisting on epistemological rupture, represent two poles in the debate on the role of Islamic architecture in the design profession today. They are not, however, autonomously constructed. Each embodies a major current in an older, much deeper, and almost existential debate that started when the Islamic world awoke to the reality of the modern age at the turn of the nineteenth century.
Recognizing that the Islamic world lost the civilizational competition to modern Europe, the two sides of the debate differed on how to redress the imbalance. One side insisted on the adoption of Western modernity, wholesale or selectively, as the surest road to parity with the West. The other proclaimed the solution in a return to the authentic Islamic ways and a refusal of Western modernity. The debate waxed and waned, but never died down. It is in fact at its sharpest stance in decades these days. Can the debate on Islamic architecture contribute insight to that larger debate?
